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"REFLECTIONS  ON  A  MUGGING1 


"A  certain  man  went  down  from  Jerusalem  to  Jeri- 
cho and  fell  among  theives."  (Lk  10:30)   Those  words 
light  up  the  screen  and  bring  to  mind  a  picture  from 
which  we  could  not  get  away  even  if  we  would, 

Jesus'  story  of  the  Good  Samaritan  is  as  well- 
known  as  any  in  the  Bible.   Laymen  revel  in  its  beauty 
and  brevity.  Preachers  are  drawn  to  it  the  way  a  moth 
is  drawn  to  an  open  flame.   Even  the  religiously  in- 
different do  not  live  beyond  its  influence., 

The  narrative  is  simple  enough.   A  man  embarked 
on  the  seventeen  mile  journey  from  Jerusalem  to  Jeri- 
cho.  He  was  set  upon  by  theives,  roughed  up,  robbed, 
and  left  for  dead.   A  priest  and  a  Levite  passed  that 
way  by  chance;  but  by  choice  they  did  not  stopc   In 
time  a  Samaritan  happened  by.   He  was  compassionate 
and  generous,  making  the  victim's  plight  his  own.   He 
dressed  his  wounds  and  secured  him  lodging. 


A  friend  of  mine  preached  a  sermon  on  the  Good 
Samaritan  a  short  while  ago.   A  thoughtful  woman  as 
she  left  the  church  asked  what  response  the  Samaritan 
would  have  made  had  he  arrived  on  the  scene  an  hour 
earlier. 

That  parishioner's  question  has  been  bouncing 
around  within  the  wall  of  my  mind  ever  since  I  heard 
of  it..   It  has  given  rise  to  this  sermon.   What  re- 
sponse would  the  Good  Samaritan  have  made  had  he  ar- 
rived on  the  scene  an  hour  earlier? 


In  the  language  of  today,  the  story  of  the  Good 
Samaritan  is  a  story  of  a  mugging.   No  city  dweller 


need  be  told  that  muggings  are  perpetrated  with  alarm- 
ing frequency  in  our  urban  centers.   In  July  of  1971, 
for  example,  there  were  7,219  reported  muggings  com- 
mitted in  New  York  City  alone. 

I  have  never  had  any  church  school  teacher,  any 
professor,  any  minister,  any  lawyer,  any  judge  suggest 
what  duty  belongs  to  a  Christian  when  he  happens  upon 
a  mugging  in  progress. 

That  parishioner's  question  has  led  me  to  see  the 
ancient  story  from  a  different  angle.   Events  happen 
on  a_  continuum,  and  different  responses  are  required 
of  us  according  to  the  point  on  the  continuum  where  we 
come  in.   It  is  not  simply  that  "new  occasions  teach 
new  duties,"  but  rather  that  the  one  occasion  can  lay 
a  variety  of  duties  upon  us  -  depending  on  where  we 
join  the  action! 


Let's  begin  with  the  most  obvious  point.   When  we 
come  upon  a  person  who  has  already  been  victimized  we 
must  respond  in  love  directly.   The  Samaritan  is  the 
model  here.   The  priest  and  the  Levite,  though  profes- 
sionally religious,  were  out  of  touch  with  the  Spirit 
of  God.   Their  callousness,  or  fear,  or  preoccupation 
with  other  matters,  condemns  them  in  our  eyes. 

The  Samaritan  did  the  right  thing.   All  rational 
men  would  agree  to  that.   "A  certain  man  went  down..." 
There  are  no  qualifiers  here.   We  do  not  know  whether 
he  was  rich  or  poor,  Jew  or  Gentile,  light  or  dark, 
savory  or  unsavory.   It  is  enough  to  know  that  a  man 
stood  in  need  of  what  the  Samaritan  could  provide. 

I  have  the  impression,  for  all  of  our  alleged  de- 
generacy, that  we  still  do  rather  well  on  this  point. 
I  think  our  batting  average  is  better  than  the  one- 
for-three  of  the  story.   The  other  day  in  mid-town 
Manhattan  I  looked  to  the  other  side  of  a  street  that 
I  was  crossing  and  saw  that  a  man  was  lying  flat  a- 
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gainst  the  curb-   Two  policemen  were  bending  over  him. 
One  was  trying  to  cradle  the  injured  man's  head  in  his 
arm.   Even  the  fast-moving  pedestrians  stopped  and 
stood  by,  ready  to  offer  whatever  help  the  situation 
might  require.  Daily  life  is  crowded  with  what  Words- 
worth called  "those  little,  nameless,  unremembered 
acts  of  kindness  and  of  love*"  After  the  blow  has  fal- 
len our  role  is  one  of  compassion  and  support, 

But  should  we  come  upon  the  scene  while  the  blow 
is  falling,  what  then?  This  gets  us  back  to  that  pa- 
rishioner's thorny  question  —  What  if  the  Good  Samar- 
itan had  arrived  an  hour  earlier?  Does  one  intervene 
or  not? 

Now  there  are  just  certain  options  that  are  open. 
One  that  I  presume  we  would  all  reject  outright  is  the 
view  that  we  should  join  the  perpetrators  and  add  to 
the  woes  of  the  victim*   There  is  a  scurrilous,  anti- 
clerical way  of  reading  that  part  of  the  story  that 
deals  with  the  priest  and  the  Levite;  "when  they  saw 
that  he  had  been  robbed  they  passed  by  on  the  other 
side," 

But  more  seriously,  what  should  we  do?   Should  we 
look  the  other  way,  falling  back  on  that  venerable  ar- 
ticle of  folk  wisdom  —  better  a  live  coward  than  a 
dead  hero?  Should  we  assume  that  someone  better  able 
to  cope  with  the  situation  might  come  along  and  make 
a  stronger  response?  Do  I  say,  if  I'm  a  pacifist,  that 
I  do  not  believe  in  violence  but  in  turning  the  other 
cheek?   But  what  if  my  turning  the  other  cheek  issues 
in  another's  death?   This  is  the  Achilles'  heel  of 
pacifism. 

Do  I  intervene  verbally?   This  is  the  tact  that 
most  professional,  word-oriented,  types  imagine  they 
would  take,   Unfortunately,  we  are  not  in  Eden  any 
longer,  and  passions  thoroughly  aroused  are  not  likely 
to  respond  to  reason*   The  man  who  intercedes  with 
words  stands  a  good  chance  of  getting  a  knuckle  sand- 
wich for  his  trouble. 
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Do  we  intervene  physically?   Do  we  play  the  man? 
Doesn't  valor  still  belong  to  the  Christian  enterprise? 
Aren't  there  a  few  places  left  where  one  can  legiti- 
mately demonstrate  his  machismo?  Of  course,  other 
questions  rise.   Are  the  assailants  armed?  How  numer- 
ous are  they?  What  is  my  own  physical  condition?  What 
is  my  strength? 

Or,  do  we  call  the  police?   There  are  times,  I 
believe,  when  we  cannot  defer  to  the  police  even  though 
this  is  normally  the  route  suggested.   I  recall  a  situ- 
ation that  happened  right  out  in  front  of  our  home  some 
years  ago.   A  woman  who  was  estranged  from  her  mentally 
disturbed  husband  had  been  visiting  my  wife.   As  this 
troubled  visitor  left  to  go  home  a  car  drove  up.   It 
was  her  husband,  wild-eyed,  and  bent  on  creating  a 
scene.   The  woman  turned  to  a  man  passing  by  and  begged 
his  help.   He  shrugged  her  off  and  said,  "Call  the  po- 
lice, that's  their  job."   I  had  trouble  looking  that 
man  in  the  eye  thereafter. 

The  most  intriguing  possibility  of  all  is  that  of 
taking  the  other's  place.   Should  we  divert  the  atten- 
tion of  the  atackers  to  ourselves,  in  the  Spirit  of 
Jesus  Christ,  so  that  the  hapless  victim  might  escape 
harm? 

Don't  whip  out  a  pencil,  because  I  have  no  final 
answer  for  you.   Quite  honestly,  I'm  thinking  aloud 
and  hoping  to  stimulate  your  thought. 

Unfortunately,  Jesus  was  never  tested  on  this 
point.   Consequently,  to  secure  the  mind  of  Christ  on 
the  subject  is  not  as  easy  as  we  might  wish.   Jesus 
told  us  that  we  should  not  be  vengeful  after  an  injury 
has  been  done  us.   He  did  not  tell  us  what  to  do  when 
present  injury  is  being  inflicted  on  someone  else. 

The  Bible  as  a  whole  is  not  particularly  helpful 
here.   The  most  suggestive  illustration  on  the  point 
would  be  the  case  of  Moses  who  slew  an  Egyptian  whom 
he  found  maltreating  a  Hebrew.   Moses  looked  around 


to  be  sure  that  no  one  saw  him  and  then  delivered  the 
fatal  blow. 

This  act  produced  one  of  the  earliest  credibility- 
gaps  on  record.   The  next  day  Moses  went  down  amongst 
his  people  again  and  sought  to  reconcile  two  quarrel- 
ing Hebrews.   He  was  rebuked  sharply:   "Who  made  thee 
a  prince  and  judge  over  us?   Intendest  thou  to  kill  me 
as  thou  killest  the  Egyptian?"  (Ex  2:14)   Moses  had  to 
put  in  forty  years  on  the  back-side  of  the  desert  be- 
fore he  was  ready  temperamentally  to  emancipate  his 
people! 

On  the  positive  side,  there  are  two  thoughts  that 
I  should  like  to  commend.   First,  we  ought  to  be  far 
more  concerned  about  muggings  than  we  are.   The  streets, 
like  the  moon,  belong  to  everyone.   There  is  no  reason 
why  we  should  sit  back  in  timidity  while  we  get  fewer 
and  fewer  streets  to  walk  and  fewer  and  fewer  hours  in 
which  to  walk  them. 

It  was  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer  who  said,  "Bodily  life, 
which  we  receive  without  any  action  on  our  part,  car- 
ries within  itself  the  right  to  its  own  preservation."  _1 

"Among  free  independent  persons  any  conscious  in- 
jury to  the  body  of  another  constitutes  the  destruction 
of  the  first  natural  right  of  man;  it  means  that  he  is 
in  principle  deprived  of  all  his  rights  and  that  natu- 
ral life  is  destroyed."  _2 

We  need  a  strong  public  will  to  object.   There  are 
limits  to  excusability.   If  those  who  perpetrate  the 
muggings  in  our  society  are  doing  so  out  of  a  sense  of 
having  been  previously  wronged,  then  let  them  be  made 
aware  that  for  the  most  part  their  targets  do  not  ef- 
fect the  justice  that  they  seek.   What  sense  is  there 
in  a  young  exchange  student  from  France,  Jean  Crez, 
being  mugged  to  death  because  someone  had  a  mad  on  a- 
gainst  society?  When  the  streets  are  unsafe  for  any 
they  are  unsafe  for  all  —  from  the  ghetto  poor  to  the 
penthouse  rich. 


Second,  the  Christian  responsibility  in  a  mugging 
is  to  minimize  the  violence.   This  is  the  principle 
that  determines  whether  we  step  in  or  stay  back.   At 
times,  stepping  in  will  just  make  matters  worse.   At 
other  times,  stepping  in  could  keep  the  violence  from 
escalating. 

Neutralizing  violence  is  the  legitimate  function 
of  the  police.   The  police  in  turn  should  make  sure 
that  their  response  is  not  excessive,  as  Moses'  was. 
There  is  no  way  to  justify  the  taking  of  a  life  for 
the  loss  of  property.   There  is  no  way  to  justify  an 
endangering  police  car  chase  up  and  down  the  streets 
of  Manhattan  in  quest  of  two  men  who  stole  a  purse. 
Even  when  counter-violence  is  required  to  minimize  the 
total  violence,  the  aim  should  not  be  to  kill  but  to 
halt. 

I  am  aging  more  and  more  into  Justice  Frankfurter's 
position  when  he  said,  "Fragile  as  reason  is,  and  lim- 
ited as  law  is  as  the  expression  of  the  institutional- 
ized medium  of  reason,  that's  all  we  have  standing  be- 
tween us  and  the  tyranny  of  mere  will  and  the  cruelty 
of  unbridled,  undisciplined  feeling."  3 


But  there  is  a  third  point  —  not  just  to  this 
sermon,  but  to  the  continuum.   What  are  our  responsi- 
bilities before  potential  violence  takes  place?   If  we 
are  in  the  picture  further  up-stream,  what  should  we 
do?   Clearly  our  duty  here  is  that  of  anticipation  and 
prevention.   Large  scale  violence  in  the  streets  sig- 
nals the  fact  that  many  in  our  society  feel  violated 
by  our  political,  social  and  economic  system.   Justice 
is  always  provisional.   It  rests  on  the  general  agree- 
ment and  consent  of  the  populace.   Violence  in  the 
streets  means  that  the  oppressed  are  withholding  their 
compliance.   They  are  registering  their  belief  that 
they  are  not  getting  a  fair  shake! 

If  that  Samaritan  had  been  a  member  of  the  Jeri- 


cho  town  council  two  years  prior  to  his  trip,  it  would 
be  interesting  to  know  what  measures  he  furthered  on 
behalf  of  the  oppressed  and  the  stranger  and  the  poor* 
It  does  not  belong  to  wisdom,  much  less  to  Christian 
faith,  to  sit  idly  by  while  the  fuse  is  lit  and  then 
feign  surprise  when  the  explosion  takes  place! 

There  are  many  fronts  on  which  we  need  to  work. 
The  poverty  front,  to  name  one.   There  is  a  quality  of 
desperation  in  many  parts  of  our  citye   Many  in  our 
city  would  beg  before  they'd  borrow,  borrow  before 
they'd  steal,  and  steal  before  they'd  go  hungry.   I 
think  I  would  too. 

Bertolt  Brecht  in  The  Threepenny  Opera  is  right: 
"Human  beings  have  the  horrid  capacity  of  being  able 
to  make  themselves  heartless  at  will.   So  it  happens, 
for  instance,  that  a  man  who  sees  another  man  on  the 
street  corner  with  only  a  stump  for  an  arm  will  be  so 
shocked  the  first  time  that  he'll  give  him  a  sixpence. 
But  the  second  time  it'll  be  only  a  threepenny  bit. 
And  if  he  sees  him  a  third  time,  he'll  hand  him  over 
cold-bloodedly  to  the  police."  _4 

There  should  be  room  within  the  program  of  this 
church  for  us  to  listen  to  welfare  recipients  and  see 
what  it's  like  to  be  on  their  side  of  the  picture.   We 
ought  to  be  concerned  about  keeping  industry  in  the 
city,  so  that  corporations  do  not  flee  a  situation  that 
they,  in  part,  helped  to  create.   We  should  be  inter- 
ested in  tutorial  programs  through  which  young  people 
may  become  better  qualified  to  get  out  of  the  ranks  of 
the  impoverished.   We  should  forward  and  bless  such 
programs  as  the  Open  Admissions  policy  of  City  Univer- 
sity, Operation  Head  Start,  and  a  host  of  others. 

We  should  also  work  to  end  the  war  in  Vietnam.  We 
cannot  devalue  life  in  a  senseless  war  abroad  and  ex- 
pect that  human  life  will  be  highly  valued  at  home. 

We  need  to  take  a  whole  new  look  at  our  judicial 
system.   It  is  a  hard  fact  of  life  that  our  black  and 
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brown- skinned  brethren  are  in  prisons  out  of  all  pro- 
portion to  their  numbers  in  the  general  population.   I 
am  Calvinist  enough  to  believe  that  we  have  all  sinned 
—  black,  white,  brown,  red  and  yellow.   If  our  penal 
system  is  incarcerating  an  undue  number  of  browns  and 
blacks  it  is  not  because  they  sin  more,  but  because 
they  are  caught  more.   Or  is  it  that  they  are  under 
greater  provocation,  through  poverty  and  discrimina- 
tion, than  the  rest  of  us?   Or  that  the  judicial  sys- 
tem, all  the  way  from  arrest,  through  trial,  to  im- 
prisonment, works  in  favor  of  the  "haves"  and  against 

the    "have    notS."        TVtrlny'o     fnmm    nn     Af-fira     hag  Jwm-^^ 

up  to  help  Ms-  s ee .what  needs  to  be  dono-» 

Our  anticipation  and  prevention  must  also  be  fo- 
cused on  drugs.   There  is  a  liberal  line,  circulating 
freely  in  sophisticated  circles,  that  the  use  of  drugs 
is  an  altogether  personal  matter.   We  are  lead  to  be- 
lieve that  using  drugs  is  like  eating  peanuts  or  drink- 
ing malted  milks. 

I  contend  that  drug-taking  ceases  to  be  a  private 
business  when  those  who  become  addicted  become  a  band 
of  marauders  who  prey  upon  the  city  every  day  so  that 
their  noxious  habit  can  be  sustained.   My  black  coun- 
terparts in  the  ministry  are  right  in  taking  a  puri- 
tanical attitude  on  drugs.   Out  with  the  pushers! 
Abstinence  on  drugs!   Treatment  for  those  already  ad- 
dicted!  It  does  not  belong  either  to  my  citizenship 
or  my  faith  in  Christ  to  offer  my  wife  and  my  children 
and  myself  as  potential  victims  of  crime  in  order  that 
those  who  voluntarily  choose  to  live  on  drugs  can  be 
subsidized  in  their  mistake. 


These  are  one  man's  reflections  on  a  mugging.   We 
all  keep  looking  for  a  rule  of  thumb  that  will  make 
things  easier.   The  only  rule  of  thumb  there  is  is  the 
rule  of  love.   I  have  tried  to  suggest  that  love  re- 
quires different  responses  from  us,  depending  on  where 
we  stand  in  relation  to  the  need  -  whether  we  are  there 
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before  it  developes,  as_  it  developes,  or  after  it  has 
developed. 

We  must  guard  against  any  fundamentalism  of  method. 
No  single  response  is  normative.  Different  people  come 
upon  the  action  at  different  points  along  the  continuum. 

If  we  get  there  before  the  violence  breaks,  it  is 
our  job  to  prevent  it.   If  we  get  there  while  it  is  go- 
ing on  it  is  our  function  to  minimize  it.   If  we  get 
there  after  it  has  been  committed  our  mission  is  the 
mission  of  the  Samaritan,  to  bind  up  the  wounds  and  to 
care. 

It  would  be  a  day  to  excite  the  most  pessimistic 
if  the  churches  and  synagogues  of  this  metropolis  would 
join  hands  and  pledge  to  the  oppressed  those  sentiments 
that  Sean  0' Casey  speaks  through  Ayamonn  in  "Red  Roses 
For  Me  " 

"We  swear  to  release  thee  from  hunger  an' 
hardship, 
From  things  that  are  ugly  an'  common  an'  mean; 
Thy  people  together  shall  build  a  brave  city, 
The  fairest  an'  finest  that  ever  was  seen!"  5 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord,  we  grope  for  answers  in  a  question- 
ridden  world. 

We  do  not  pine  for  calmer  times  but  humbly 
ask  for  guidance  and  direction. 

Grant  that  in  Jesus  Christ  we  may  transcend 
the  limitations  of  nation,  class  and 
color, 

For  we  would  clearly  see  Thy  will  and  bravely 
do  it. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord.   Amen. 
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